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The tension between the individual and community is a common theme in literature, and certainly an important theme in the novels of Jane Austen. Analysing this tension in her work is especially interesting, as she writes about a world that is, compared to our own, strictly governed by social rules. It makes sense, therefore, that many scholars describe the above-mentioned tension in Austen’s novels as one between an individual’s desire and the obligations and limitations imposed upon individuals by society. The heroines (and sometimes the heroes as well) in Austen’s work usually need to strike a balance between these two. Adhering too much to the rules dictated by society can be repressive, but Austen also seems to warn against individualism gone too far, which can be disruptive and arguably leads to narcissism, egoism and/or excessive pride.
Many scholars recognise and discuss this warning against being too individualistic in Austen’s novels. In The Improvement of the Estate, Alistair Duckworth states that her work stresses the importance of individualism as well as its dangers and downsides. Mary Poovey discusses this issue extensively in The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer, in which she analyses, amongst other things, the disruptive potential of individual desire. Peter Leithart views individualism in Austen’s novels as a negative concept. He discusses this issue in “Jane Austen, Public Theologian,” in which he primarily makes use of Mansfield Park. His view depends on his definition of individualism, which he interprets as not sticking to your “role” or “fixed fate” (Leithart 32). He uses the characters and behaviour of the Crawfords and the Bertram sisters, who do as they please and go against authority, as examples. He makes some valid points, but forgets that Fanny herself could be called individualistic, because she dares to stand up to authority to stick to her principles. Leithart’s article reveals a problem: in writing in a useful way about individuality and community, the interpretation of these concepts can make a crucial difference. An example is Fanny’s refusal to participate in the play. This can be interpreted as individualistic, as she does not give in to group pressure. Leithart, however, turns this example the other way around, and defines the behaviour of the actors as individualistic, because they do not adhere to social rules. He sees acting in general as an individualistic activity, because an actor does not stick to his own designated fate but assumes different roles. 
Leithart presumes that being an individualist equals living “outside” the community and living in an immoral way: “In all her novels, Austen displays her assumption that moral life is always lived in community” (Leithart 34). In this thesis I will argue that this is not necessarily the case. A different interpretation of community and individual in Austen’s work is possible, in which community does not automatically equal morality, and in which characters exist that are both moral and individualistic. To do this I will take a closer look at the way community is represented in two of Jane Austen's novels, Mansfield Park and Pride and Prejudice, and at the way the protagonists relate to that community. It will appear that community and individual are fragmented concepts in Austen’s works, and that the interpretation of individualism deserves a more differentiated approach than Leithart’s reading.
In chapter one, I will place the concepts of individualism and community in their historical context, to provide my thesis with a background. In chapter two, I will take a closer look at the individualistic aspects of Pride and Prejudice’s protagonist Elizabeth Bennet and at the representations of community in this novel. I will do the same for Fanny Price and Mansfield Park in chapter three. I will describe my findings in the conclusion. 


Chapter  I -  Individual and Community in a Historical Context

Individual originally meant indivisible. That now sounds like a paradox. “Individual” stresses a distinction from others; “indivisible” a necessary connection. The development of the modern meaning from the original meaning is a record in language of an extraordinary social and political history. 
	     Raymond Williams, Keywords: a Vocabulary of Culture and Society

The works of Jane Austen, who lived from 1776 until 1817, centre around what she knew; around “three or four families in the countryside,” as she famously wrote in one of her letters. Her work is small scale, with few references to historical events, but it is a realistic representation of the world around her and the people in it. The way people at the end of the eighteenth century related to the world around them had changed significantly during the previous two centuries. As I am discussing individual and community in two of Jane Austen’s novels, it makes sense to first take a closer look at these two concepts, and to place them in their historical context. Jane Austen lived in a time in which society increasingly gave way to the individual and the influence of community diminished. In this chapter I will discuss both phenomena.

The Rise of the Individual
Individualism can be understood as living outside and independent of groups; as acting and living in a way that is not influenced by an outside world, whether it is the church, the family or a different kind of group or community. Western society nowadays is seen as extremely individualistic, but the origins of individualism are traditionally located centuries ago, in the Renaissance, when the earlier God-oriented view of life became man-oriented. It is difficult, however, to find an exact point in history for the start of individualism. Every society harbours individualistic characters, and the term is in itself so complex that trying to make absolute statements about its occurrence in history leaves no place for necessary nuances. However, scholars do agree that individualism grew in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, although it arguably did not become a pervasive aspect of society until the nineteenth century (Watt 63). Lawrence Stone is a prominent scholar who addresses the rise of individualism and its effects on society in England in his extensive book The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800. He acknowledges that individualism is a complex term, and offers a twofold definition, which I will cite here in its totality as it will prove useful for my analysis of Jane Austen’s characters in chapters two and three:

firstly, a growing introspection and interest in the individual personality; and secondly, a demand for personal autonomy and a corresponding respect for the individual's right to privacy, to self-expression, and to the free exercise of the will within limits set by the need for social cohesion. (223-24)

The second part of his definition makes it clear that individualism only exists by virtue of the existence of society, and, consequently, that there is always a reciprocity, as well as a potential for conflict, between the two. 
Stone explains that during and before the sixteenth century the standard view was that “all individuals are bound together in the Great Chain of Being, and all are interchangeable with each other” (257). This theory gave way, however, and was gradually replaced by the assumption that every human being was unique and had the right to pursue his own happiness, that is, within the boundaries set by society (Stone 258). The pursuit of happiness is, not coincidentally, one of the unalienable rights of Man mentioned in the American declaration of independence, which was written in the year Jane Austen was born. Elizabeth Bennet’s reply to Lady Catherine de Bourgh’s offensive questioning can be interpreted in this light: “I am only resolved to act in that manner, which will, in my own opinion, constitute my happiness, without reference to you, or to any person so wholly unconnected with me” (P&P 367).
The rise of individualism is connected to and influenced by too many different phenomena to do justice to in the limited space of this chapter. The causes of its rise range from political to religious, from cultural to economic developments, and are all connected to each other. The two historical developments that are considered to be of decisive influence, however, are the rise of capitalism and the spread of Protestantism (Watt 63). Protestantism stimulated a “desire to investigate the self” (Stone 233). The Reformation had re-established the idea that the individual was responsible for his own “spiritual direction” and under the influence of Calvin’s teachings the importance attributed to introspection and “religious self-scrutiny” increased (Watt 77). Consequently, people in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries became increasingly self-aware, a characteristic of individualism. Jane Austen’s work likewise exhibits a focus on self-awareness; in all of her novels she stresses the importance of knowing yourself. I will have more to say on this in chapters two and three.





The rise of individualism is reflected in the literature from the time. Under the influence of the increasing attention to the self the popularity of, for example, the autobiography and the personal diary increased (Stone 228). In The Rise of the Novel, Ian Watt connects the rise and success of the British novel in the eighteenth century to the rise of individualism. The novel was, as the name suggests, in many ways a new genre of literature. Its distinguishing feature was its realism. Watt states that “the amount of attention it habitually accords to the individualisation of its characters and the detailed presentation of their environment” was typical for the novel (18). Watt connects the attention to particular individuals in realist fiction to philosophical theories that circulated in the eighteenth century. He stresses that ideas about the individual personality held by philosophers such as Hume and Locke were widely influential in English society (18), and it can be assumed that their ideas reached British authors as well. Watt focuses on three British writers to support his thesis, namely Fielding, Richardson and Defoe, whom he positions as the first British novelists. Jane Austen is of course also a quintessential representative of the British realist genre, although she did not invent it. Watt indeed defines her work as “the climax of many [...] aspects of the eighteenth-century novel” (310).
The above has made it clear that Jane Austen’s focus on the individual is not a stand-alone phenomenon, but should be seen as part of a larger trend, namely, the rise of individualism. This claim is endorsed by Stone, who states that under the influence of the rise of individualism a central theme of the British novel, which had fully developed towards the end of the eighteenth century, was “the struggle of love and personal autonomy against family interest and parental control” (228). 


A Sense of Community
Although the rise of individualism changed English society, its influence should not be overrated. English society at the end of the eighteenth century cannot yet be called individualistic. Stone writes that the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were characterised by “a further withdrawal from the community” and a “declining influence of kin and community” (221), but he also stresses that the rise of the individual in Britain took place within a society that was still based on “principles of hierarchy and obedience” (222). The idea of a Great Chain of Being may have faded away in Jane Austen’s time, but people were still bound together by social ties and their lives were strictly governed by social rules. In his substantial study on feelings of belonging and community in England and Wales in the period 1700-1950, K. D. M. Snell shows that people in England felt that they belonged to a (local) community throughout the eighteenth century and argues against the view that capitalism undermined community in Britain (24). Snell claims that the demise of communities did not occur until well into the nineteenth century. Moreover, he argues that “community” in eighteenth-century England could mean a lot of things, but that above all it meant the parish, which provided a very strong sense of community (503). 




Chapter II - Pride and Prejudice

Jane Austen mockingly called Pride and Prejudice “rather too light, and bright, and sparkling,” but it is the novel’s and its protagonist’s lively character that makes it her most popular work. The story centres around the Bennet family; Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and their five daughters, Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Kitty, and Lydia. As the daughters cannot inherit their father’s estate, they will have to marry advantageously in order to maintain their positions in society. The arrival of two rich gentlemen in the neighbourhood, Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley, raises expectations, and they will eventually marry the two eldest Bennet daughters, but before this happy event takes place, various obstacles have to be surmounted.
The heroine of the story is the Bennets’ second daughter, Elizabeth, one of Jane Austen’s most likeable characters. She is lively and witty, and has an ironic sense of humour. Elizabeth is “a heroine who is wrong.” Her most important flaw is overconfidence in her own intellect. She is clever, but her judgment is often clouded with pride and prejudice. In this chapter I will focus on Elizabeth, as the scope of this thesis does not allow for an extensive analysis of other characters. I will demonstrate that, although Elizabeth has to overcome excessive individualism, she is in fact both a moral and an individualistic person. Furthermore, I will illustrate that Austen does not portray society as entirely moral, but rather exposes communities as being capable of having serious downsides.

Individualism
The novel is written from Elizabeth’s point of view, and the reader is aware of her thoughts and feelings. This focus on the inner life is typical for the novelistic genre, which flourished under the influence of individualism (Watt 18). Another aspect of individualism is the focus on self-awareness. Under the influence of Protestantism the importance attributed to self-scrutiny had increased. This is reflected in all of Austen’s novels, which stress the importance of knowing yourself. It is a turning point in Pride and Prejudice when Elizabeth realizes that she has been wrong, which happens when she reads Darcy’s letter. She exclaims: “How humiliating is this discovery! –Yet, how just a humiliation! […] Till this moment, I never knew myself”” (P&P 236). After this discovery, Elizabeth is forced to analyse her own behaviour and to acknowledge her mistakes.
Elizabeth has an individualistic personality. Her character can be described using Stone’s definition of individualism, cited in the previous chapter. She shows “a demand for personal autonomy, [...] for privacy, […] self-expression, and […] for the free exercise of [her] will” (Stone 223). Examples will be given below. Claudia Johnson stresses that Elizabeth’s behaviour is often unconventional, and even calls it “verging on impropriety” (75). Elizabeth has strong opinions and is not afraid to voice them, a character trait that is not always appreciated by others. Lady Catherine, for example, is quite shocked by Elizabeth’s defending the fact that all her younger sisters are already “out” (i.e. going into society): “‘Upon my word,’ said her Ladyship, ‘you give your opinion very decidedly for so young a person’” (P&P 200). In the same conversation Elizabeth refuses to disclose her age to Lady Catherine. Her manner of conversing can be taken as an example of her demand for self-expression and privacy. 
Although Elizabeth never disregards social rules in such a way as, for instance, her youngest sister Lydia does, there are occasions where she behaves in an unconventional manner. An example is her decision to walk to Netherfield Park alone, to visit her sick sister Jane. Her behaviour is frowned upon by Mr. Darcy and Bingley’s sisters: “To walk three miles, or four miles, or five miles, or whatever it is, above her ancles [sic] in dirt, and alone, quite alone! What could she mean by it? It seems to me to shew an abominable sort of conceited independence, a most country town indifference to decorum” (P&P 82). Although Miss Bingley enjoys criticizing Elizabeth in front of Mr. Darcy, her interpretation of Lizzy’s behaviour as individualistic is correct; at that time it was indeed unusual for unmarried women of Elizabeth’s social standing to go out by themselves.
Another example of Elizabeth’s individualism is her refusal of Mr. Collins’ and Mr. Darcy’s proposals. These examples may be less convincing than the above, as Elizabeth dislikes the men enormously (that is, she dislikes Darcy at the moment of his first proposal, of course), and refusing them is therefore not a hard decision for her. However, in refusing them she exercises her own will and disregards the wishes and needs of those connected to her. Moreover, it makes it clear that Elizabeth prefers a possibly very poor and secluded life to one in which she is assured of money and a place in society. This is remarkable, because, as Jane Austen wrote to one of her nieces, “Single Women have a dreadful propensity for being poor – which is one very strong argument in favour of Matrimony,” and as Mr. Collins tells Elizabeth, “it is by no means certain that another offer of marriage may ever be made to you” (P&P 150). Elizabeth stays true to her own feelings, but in doing so, turns down a man who is amongst the one or two hundred richest men in England at that time (Shapard 17). She does not care that marrying Darcy would enable her, for example, to provide for her sisters, because personally, she does not think him a right match for her. 
Considering the fact that Elizabeth is a heroine who is wrong, and considering Leithart’s perspective (who views individuality and morality as mutually exclusive), the question rises if her individualism prevents her from living a moral life in society. The answer is no. Elizabeth does not live “outside” the community, as individualists in Leithart’s opinion do, and she is a moral person, as I will argue below. Although she has to quench the negative aspects of her individualism, such as her overconfidence in her own intellect, she remains an individualist throughout the novel. She becomes increasingly self-aware and recognizes the value of introspection. She is, however, individualistic “within limits set by the need for social cohesion” (Stone 223), and therefore not the “perfect individualist” Leithart has in mind (Leithart 35).

Individual and Community 
Mr. Collins, one of the most stupid characters that has ever appeared in print, can be credited with one sensible statement: “Society has claims on us all” (P&P 129). Elizabeth is not so individualistic that she does not realize this. She cares about what other people might think and takes the influence society can have into account in her actions, especially after she has learned from her own mistakes. This is shown, for example, when Elizabeth opposes Lydia’s plan to walk to Meryton on the day that she returns from her visit to Charlotte in Kent: “It should not be said, that the Miss Bennets could not be at home half a day before they were in pursuit of the officers” (P&P 249). The fact that Elizabeth cares about other people’s opinion is shown by the author as a commendable character trait. 
Elizabeth is both a moral and an individualistic person, a combination that is impossible in Leithart’s view. However, part of what makes her a moral person is her consideration of the demands of society. The same cannot be said about, for instance, her youngest sister Lydia, who completely disregards social rules and is shown in this way to be a morally corrupt character, but also, for example, about Mr. Bennet. He does not care about what others may say or think of him or his family, because he does not take society seriously, with serious consequences. In this light, Leithart has a point when he states that complete individualism results in immoral behaviour.
The fact that Elizabeth cares about community also becomes clear during her visit to Pemberley, Mr. Darcy’s estate. Walking around his house and its grounds, Elizabeth’s opinion of Mr. Darcy starts to change. This is not just because the style of the gardens and house appeals to her and reflects well upon its owner, but also because she realizes his importance for the local community: “As a brother, a landlord, a master, she considered how many people’s happiness were in his guardianship! –How much of pleasure or pain it was in his power to bestow!” (P&P 272). It appeals to her that he uses his power well. The fact that Darcy’s servants speak well of him proves this: “The commendation bestowed on him by Mrs. Reynolds was of no trifling nature. What praise is more valuable than the praise of an intelligent servant?” (Ibid.). Furthermore, once Elizabeth has married, she uses the power that comes with being Darcy’s wife for the good of others, too. For example, she improves her sister Kitty’s character by inviting her frequently, and she regularly sends Lydia and Wickham some extra money. 
Elizabeth is thus an individualistic character, but is also aware that it is important to accommodate your behaviour to the rules set by society. Jane Austen thus advocates the individual’s right to happiness, but stresses that it must be pursued within the limits of the community. In the previous chapter I quoted Elizabeth’s response to Lady Catherine, which I will repeat here for its importance for my thesis: “I am only resolved to act in that manner, which will, in my own opinion, constitute my happiness, without reference to you, or to any person so wholly unconnected with me.” Johnson makes a passing remark on the phrase “wholly unconnected.” She points out that it implies that there are people whose wishes and opinions Elizabeth does take into account (84). This is indeed something to think about. The quote illustrates Elizabeth’s individuality, but also shows that she is not completely independent. She does live in a community in which she can be held accountable for her actions and to which she has a responsibility. The question is, however, which community is this? Apparently, it is not, or no longer, the aristocracy, nor is it the neighbourhood she lives in. Apart from adhering to rules set by presumably the church and a more abstract “society” in general, the community that has direct claims on her seems to be the nuclear family. 
One of Lawrence Stone’s main arguments is that from 1500 to 1800 the English family evolved from an impersonal economic group into a smaller nuclear unit that was characterized by what he calls Affectionate Individualism. This nuclear family was a unit that consisted of parents and children, who lived under the same roof and who were bound together by strong emotional ties. In Jane Austen’s time this model had replaced the previously prevailing type of the extended family, to which more distant relatives also belonged. It is this form of family towards which Elizabeth feels some sort of responsibility. Although she is aware of her parents’ faults, she does value her father’s opinion and cares about what he thinks. This is apparent, for example, when she has successfully convinced her father of Darcy’s goodness after his proposal, because her mind is then “relieved from a very heavy weight” (P&P 386). Another example is that she cares about her family’s reputation. Her concern about it is the reason why she warns her father against allowing Lydia to go on a trip to Brighton: “Our importance, our respectability in the world, must be affected by the wild volatility, the assurance and disdain of all restraint which mark Lydia’s character” (P&P 258). Unlike Lydia, Elizabeth realizes that damaging your reputation affects the rest of the family as well, and strives to avoid this. Jane, who is arguably the only other moral character in the Bennet household, likewise takes her family into consideration. One of the first things she says after Bingley proposed to her is: “to know that what I have to relate will give such pleasure to all my dear family!” (356-57).
The importance of family as community is underlined in one of the last chapters of Pride and Prejudice. After Elizabeth is engaged to Darcy, Jane Austen writes that “she looked forward to the time when they should be removed from society so little pleasing to either, to all the comfort and elegance of their family party at Pemberley” (392) (my emphasis).


The Downside of Community
Apart from an abstract notion of society as a set of social rules, the two forms of community that are most clearly present in Pride and Prejudice are the family, which is discussed above, and the country village, including the families living in the neighbourhood. The village is a type of community which is repeatedly shown as having a serious downside in Pride and Prejudice. The lack of privacy and the prevalence of gossiping neighbours in the country village are a serious threat to the individual. People see each other very often and everybody knows each other’s business. In Pride and Prejudice there are countless references to gossip. One example is Jane’s engagement. The possibility of her marrying Mr. Bingley is constantly discussed, and when it eventually has happened, “The situation of affairs in the Longbourn family could not be long a secret. Mrs. Bennet was privileged to whisper it to Mrs. Philips, and she ventured, without permission, to do the same by all her neighbours in Meryton” (359-60). Mr. Bingley himself is also a frequent topic of conversation. As Elizabeth notes: “It is hard, […] that this poor man cannot come to a house, which he has legally hired, without raising all this speculation!” (343).
A downside is that gossip is often unreliable. In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen shows the fickleness of society, and exposes it as harmful. She does this, for instance, through showing the influence society has on the general opinion of Mr. Darcy and Mr. Wickham. When Elizabeth is wondering about her wrong estimation of Wickham’s character, she remembers “no more substantial good than the general approbation of the neighbourhood” (235). That neighbourhood itself radically changes its collective mind concerning Wickham: “All Meryton seemed striving to blacken the man, who, but three months before, had been almost an angel of light” (310).
The unreliability of public opinion is a central theme of the novel, and is visible in the first sentences of the book. In an excellent annotated edition of Pride and Prejudice, David Shapard notes that the term acknowledged in the famous first sentence “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife” implies that “this supposed truth about single men may be more valid in people’s beliefs that in reality” (3). In the sentence immediately following it, it is indeed stated that this truth is “fixed in the minds of the surrounding families” (P&P 51) (my emphasis).









Chapter III – Mansfield Park

Although often called Jane Austen’s most profound work, Mansfield Park is not often claimed as a favourite from amongst her novels. Compared to Pride and Prejudice or, for instance, Emma, it is a serious and more complicated novel. This has everything to do with its protagonist, Fanny Price. Fanny is, in some ways, rather dull. She is not witty or spirited, but passive, self-effacing and obedient. Her character has had to endure severe criticism from academics. She has been called a prig, insipid, and utterly unlikeable. Yet, she is “a heroine who is right” and consequently, is never criticised or treated with irony by Jane Austen herself, who even calls her “my Fanny” at some point (MP 428). Fanny’s relationship with individualism and community is complex. Her acute sense of morality contributes to her individualistic traits, while at the same time, it is that same moral sense that makes her aware of the importance of communities.
Mansfield Park begins with Fanny’s coming to Mansfield Park at the age of eleven, after her rich uncle Sir Thomas Bertram and his wife have decided to take her in and bring her up. Fanny’s own parents are poor, and she never forgets her inferior position. She does not receive much kindness at Mansfield; her uncle is an authoritarian and strict man, of whom she is afraid, her aunt Bertram and her nieces Maria and Julia pay almost no attention to her, except when she is needed for something, and her other aunt, Mrs Norris, constantly reminds her of her inferiority. Fanny’s cousin Edmund is her only friend in the house. The story takes a dramatic turn when Sir Thomas has to go away for an extended period of time to visit his plantations in Antigua, and two strangers arrive in the neighbourhood, Mary and Henry Crawford. Freed from Sir Thomas’s strict rule the young people at Mansfield engage in all sorts of morally dubious behaviour, with Fanny as the only exception.
In this chapter I will take a closer look at the representation of different forms of community and individualism in Mansfield Park and their implications. I will demonstrate that the morally corrupt characters are not the only individualists, but that the saint-like Fanny has individualistic character traits as well, and I will show that, as in Pride and Prejudice, in Mansfield Park community is by no means beyond criticism.

Individualism
Individualism is a central theme in Mansfield Park, although never explicitly mentioned by Jane Austen. One of the novel’s main messages is that it is important to stay true to your own self, and this is most clearly illustrated through the character of Fanny Price. Fanny is an interesting heroine. “Individualistic” is certainly not the first word that comes to mind when thinking of her, she rather seems the reverse. Fanny is dependent on others. She lives in a grand house because her rich relatives took her in. She is weak and sickly, and rarely stands up for herself. Austen writes: “Few young ladies of eighteen could be less called on to speak their opinion than Fanny” (MP 46). She is very dependent on Edmund; he is the only one who intervenes when Fanny’s aunts ask too much of her. Consequently, Edmund has a considerable influence over Fanny: “having formed her mind […] he had a good chance of her thinking like him” (61). Still, Fanny is so shy and afraid of being noticed, that when Edmund urges her to accept a dinner invitation, she is unwilling, because she “would not venture, even on his encouragement, to such a flight of audacious independence” (199). 
The characters that Leithart describes as “perfect individualists,” Mary and Henry Crawford, are almost the complete opposites of Fanny, and function as foils to her. They seem charming and attractive, but it soon becomes apparent that their charm is merely superficial, and that, unlike Fanny, they lack principles. To the reader, they are complex characters. It is hard not to be taken in by their charm. Mary, who is lively and witty, actually resembles Elizabeth Bennet in many ways. Yet, unlike Elizabeth, Mary is not meant to be a likeable character, nor is Henry, as the end of the story makes clear. The Crawfords are individualists in the sense that they do not live with their guardian, they travel by themselves, they say what they think and go after what they want. This behaviour endangers the stability of the communities they frequent. Examples are Henry’s tendency to flirt with women whom he does not intend to marry, and Mary’s criticism of the role of the church in society. This occurs for example while the young people visit Mr. Rushworth’s estate. When they enter a chapel, Mary says about attending service: “The obligation of attendance, the formality, the restraint, the length of time – altogether it is a formidable thing and what nobody likes” (82), and when she hears that Edmund is to be a clergyman she says: “You really are fit for something better” (88). The Crawfords lack the beneficial aspects of individualism, such as the habit of introspection, and consequently, never learn from their mistakes. 
Fanny is individualistic in some ways. She does not fit Stone’s definition of individualism as clearly as Elizabeth Bennet does. After all, the second part of Stone’s definition states “a demand for personal autonomy, and a corresponding respect for the individual’s right to privacy, to self-expression, and to the free exercise of the will within limits set by the need for social cohesion” (223-24), and Fanny is far too demure to “demand” anything. However, the first part of Stone’s definition states that individualism involves “a growing introspection and interest in the individual personality.” This description is certainly applicable to Fanny. 
In chapter one, I have shown that the importance attributed to introspection increased under the influence of Protestantism, and that this is characteristic of the rise of individualism. Dawn Potter states about Fanny that “Among all the major characters in Mansfield Park, she is the only one who studies her own personality” (612). Fanny is indeed in the habit of constantly analysing her own behaviour. Austen writes that “her own thoughts and reflections were habitually her best companions” (76). An example is that, after refusing to participate in staging a play, Fanny thinks to herself: “Was she right in refusing what was so warmly asked, so strongly wished for? […] Was it not ill-nature – selfishness – and a fear of exposing herself?” (141). This analysis of her own behaviour goes on for over half a page. 
The result of constant introspection is understanding your own character. In Mansfield Park, as in her other novels, Austen stresses the importance of knowing yourself. Edmund, an exemplary character, speaks of “the most valuable knowledge we could any of us acquire – the knowledge of ourselves” (426). Fanny, as a heroine who is right, does know herself and does not make any mistakes that she can learn from. That is why Edmund says to his father: “Fanny is the only one who has judged rightly throughout, who has been consistent” (174). An example of Fanny’s self-knowledge is the fact that, although it is never explicitly stated, she is almost throughout the novel aware of her love for Edmund. Austen’s heroines who are wrong, Elizabeth and Emma, do not understand that they are in love until after they have learned and changed. Anne Elliot and Elinor Dashwood on the other hand, the other Austen heroines who are right, know, like Fanny, that they are in love throughout Persuasion and Sense and Sensibility.

Individualism and Morality
Leithart links individualism to selfishness, and therefore to immorality. Consequently, he only identifies the morally corrupt characters, Maria Bertram and Mary and Henry Crawford, as individualists. However, selfishness or individualism are not always bad. As Potter points out: “in a way Fanny is a remarkable argument in favor of a particular brand of selfishness – a minute interest in one's own behavior, thoughts, and reactions” (613). This individualistic character trait of Fanny is part of why she is a moral person. Henry Crawford, on the other hand, is not “in the habit of examining his motives” and does not “reflect to what the indulgence of his idle vanity was tending” (108), which results in immoral behaviour. Clearly, individualism does not automatically lead to immorality, as Leithart argues.  
Another illustration of Fanny’s individualism is that, although she is obedient, she always acts in a way that she believes is right. Consequently, Fanny tells Henry Crawford: “We all have a better guide in ourselves, if we would attend to it, than any other person can be” ( 381). She is “firm as a rock in her own principles” as Edmund says (325), and always sticks to them, even when she is under great pressure to act against them. 
One situation in which Fanny steadfastly follows her own judgment is when the young people at Mansfield decide to stage a play, shortly after Sir Thomas has left for Antigua. The plot is rather improper, and as Sir Thomas would certainly oppose the plan, Fanny refuses to participate. She has an ally in Edmund, who likewise disapproves, but he is persuaded to join in when plans are made to invite an outsider to participate. Fanny’s principles hold out even against Edmund: “she could not feel that she had done wrong herself, but she was disquieted in every other way. Her heart and her judgment were equally against Edmund’s decision; she could not acquit his unsteadiness” (147). Everyone in the house urges Fanny to act, because there are not enough people for all the parts, but Fanny stands her ground, although it makes her feel excluded. She is at this point in the novel described as a “solitary sufferer” (150), and later on she tells Edmund: “I am unlike other people, I dare say” (183). The fact that she does not give in to the group pressure is an illustration of her individualism. It should be noted, however, that in not participating she does live up to socially constructed rules and obeys her uncle’s wishes. 
Refusing Henry Crawford is another example of Fanny’s individualism, but of a different scale than refusing to participate in the play. Fanny feels that she cannot act because Sir Thomas would be against it and because it is a morally dubious enterprise in itself. Refusing Henry Crawford, however, goes against Sir Thomas’ wishes, and against “society” in general. It would be expected of a girl like Fanny Price, from a poor background, to accept an offer that is financially and socially so advantageous; refusing is unusual. Again, everyone around Fanny presses her to accept, even Edmund. The usually so indifferent Lady Bertram tells her that “it is every young woman’s duty to accept such a very unexceptionable offer as this” (307). After Fanny’s refusal of Henry Crawford, Sir Thomas accuses her of individualism gone too far:

But you have now shewn me that you can be wilful and perverse, that you can and will decide for yourself, without any consideration or deference for those who have surely some right to guide you – without even asking their advice. […] The advantage or disadvantage of your family […] never seems to have had a moment’s share in your thoughts on this occasion. How they might be benefited […] is nothing to you. You think only of yourself. (293-94)





As in Pride and Prejudice, in Mansfield Park Jane Austen pictures the downsides of community. She exposes communities as places where immorality can thrive, and shows that it takes inner strength not to succumb to this immorality. However, in Mansfield Park Austen also stresses the importance of social ties and exposes the dangers of individualism gone too far.
Compared to Pride and Prejudice, the characters in Mansfield Park live very isolated. Almost the entire story is set in or around the Park. There are few references to servants or visitors, and the inhabitants of Mansfield never walk to a nearby town or village, as the Bennet sisters like to do. Consequently, the central form of community is the family. Considering the value the nuclear family had in Austen’s eyes, the representation of this form of community is problematic in Mansfield Park. Although Austen writes that “Children of the same family, the same blood, with the same first associations and habits, have some means of enjoyment in their power, which no subsequent connection can supply” (217), in both Fanny’s parental home and at Mansfield, many things are wrong. In her hometown Portsmouth, the family’s behaviour is so chaotic that it borders on the uncivilised, and it is clear to the reader that Fanny has been lucky not to grow up there. At Mansfield Park, almost every one’s behaviour is at one point or the other immoral, except for Fanny’s. Especially after the arrival of the Crawfords, Mansfield becomes a community in which immorality flourishes. Freed from Sir Thomas’ supervision, the young people feel licensed to behave as they please. In a sense, the absence of Sir Thomas resembles the absence of community as a set of social rules.
With the arrival of Mary and Henry Crawford, another form of community is introduced: the big city, London. With Mary and Henry as representatives, London is revealed as the most corrupt community of all, and, in many ways, as the opposite of Mansfield.
When Edmund is speaking to Mary about London he says: “We do not look in great cities for our best morality” (MP 87). London seems a breeding ground for licentiousness and worldliness. It is in London that Maria decides to run away with Mr. Crawford and that Mary’s behaviour deteriorates under the influence of wrong friends. “This is what the world does” (422) Edmund says, after he has visited Mary in London and has become greatly disappointed in her. 
Mary and Henry bring the corrupting influence of London with them to Mansfield, but Mansfield is eventually able to withstand it. Although Mansfield’s values are in danger, the estate has some redeeming qualities, unlike London or Portsmouth. At Mansfield, the possibility exists of progress and amendments. As Mrs. Grant tells Henry and Mary: “Mansfield shall cure you both” (45). The house and Edmund and Fanny do seem to have some beneficial influence over the Crawfords, although in Henry’s case this takes a while, and the effects do not last. Mansfield is a place where characters can learn and change, if they are willing. Sir Thomas, for instance, realises in the end that he has “been governed by motives of selfishness and worldly wisdom” (429), and betters himself. Fanny is an important factor in the redeeming of Mansfield, as is the removal of harmful elements, such as Mrs. Norris, the Crawfords and Maria. 
It seems that the form of community that Austen deems important in Mansfield Park, is, again, the nuclear family, preferably situated in the countryside, but considering the many things that are wrong in the Bertram household, this statement is problematic. Moreover, Fanny, as a niece, is actually no part of the nuclear family. Likewise, it is problematic that, although immorality thrives in big cities, the isolation of Mansfield does not do it much good either, as the events after Sir Thomas’ leaving illustrate. 
Community in Mansfield Park is thus a complex concept. By no means does it equal morality. Fanny’s morality even makes her feel like an outsider, as I have shown above. However, communities are posited as important and as places where morality can thrive. Fanny, who should be taken as a moral example, always thinks of others, and Edmund, who is in many ways her moral counterpart, is the same. He says to Fanny: “I have no pleasure in the world superior to that of contributing to yours” (242). Moreover, the punishment of the morally corrupt characters, who are individualists gone too far, lies in some form of exclusion from communities. Maria is banished from society and forced to live with her aunt Norris, who likewise leaves Mansfield. They end up “remote and private […] shut up together with little society” (432). Similarly, Henry and Mary end up alone, with no real friends or family to fall back on.






The rise of individualism, which occurred during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe under the influence of, predominantly, the rise of capitalism and the spread of Protestantism, is reflected in literature from that period. Jane Austen’s focus on the individual and on the tension between individuals and the society they live in are examples of this. All of Austen’s heroines struggle with staying true to themselves and adhering to the wishes of the world and the people around them. The protagonists of the two novels I have analysed in this thesis, Pride and Prejudice and Mansfield Park, are no exception. Elizabeth Bennet and Fanny Price both have individualistic character traits. Their tendency to introspection, their wish to exercise their own will and to pursue their own happiness, exemplify this. The girls are not equally individualistic though. Fanny is dependent on others and obedient, while Elizabeth actually is too individualistic and has to amend her ways.
Many scholars have discussed the tension between individual and society in Austen’s work, and it is usually agreed that the protagonists need to strike some sort of balance between their individual desire and the limitations imposed upon them by society. Peter Leithart, however, believes that Austen’s novels condemn individualism. In his opinion, Austen assumes that moral life is always lived in community, and that individualism and morality are mutually exclusive. In this thesis I have tried to show that this is not necessarily the case; Leithart’s statements can be nuanced. To do this I have analysed the individualism of the novels’ protagonists, and discussed the representations of community and their implications in the books. Because individualism and community appeared to be fragmented concepts, it became clear that characters can be both moral and individualistic, and that communities are places where immorality can thrive. 
Many morally corrupt characters in Austen’s novels are individualists gone too far, for example Lydia Bennet, Maria Bertram and the Crawfords. Consequently, Leithart speaks of “the corrosive effects of individualism” (38). However, moral characters have individualistic traits as well, and sometimes their individualism is what makes them moral persons. This is, for example, the case with Fanny Price. Her conduct is faultless, and this is the result of good principles, constant introspection and confidence in her own judgment, which are all, to some extent, individualistic traits. Another example is that both Elizabeth and Fanny refuse unusually advantageous offers of marriage, mainly because they find the men in question morally unsuitable. In doing so, they stay true to their own principles and feelings, despite pressure to accept from the outside world or from close relatives. This is truly individualistic.
When Leithart talks about community he imagines a purely positive concept, presumably the abstract notion of community as a general set of socially constructed rules. However, community has many more meanings. It can also be the village, the family or the city, and these forms of community are by no means sacred or beyond criticism. In both novels the downsides of communities are displayed. In Pride and Prejudice, the constant gossip in the neighbourhood poses a serious threat to the individual’s privacy. Austen shows the fickleness of society through the influence this gossiping society has on the general opinion of Mr. Wickham and Mr. Darcy, and exposes it as harmful. In Mansfield Park, London is exposed as an immoral community, and even in the country estate Mansfield Park immorality thrives after Sir Thomas has left for Antigua.
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